Ontogeny of epididymal sperm reserves during the reproductive lifespan of rats after previous sexual experiences.
Epididymal sperm quantity and quality were examined throughout the reproductive lifespan of sexually experienced and inexperienced rats. Males were housed with gonadally intact or ovariectomized females for 2 weeks to 1 year, and epididymides were analysed 1 week to 9 months after the females were removed. Results for the virgin males suggest a peak in sperm numbers at 6 months of age followed by a gradual decline and then notable decrements in sperm numbers and motility by 24 months of age. The same general pattern emerged for sexually experienced males, with two exceptions. There was a chronic increase of sperm numbers relative to those of virgin males at every age examined, and the decline in spermatozoa with ageing was slowed by previous sexual contact. The implications of these data for the ontogeny of fertility are not readily apparent because the epididymis remained reproductively functional throughout the lifespan. We do, however, suggest that epididymides are sensitive to experiential and hormonal changes during adulthood and, most important, the effects of these changes are maintained chronically and into old age.